Findings of the International Subarachnoid Aneurysm Trial and the National Study of Subarachnoid Haemorrhage in context. by Reeves, BC et al.
Roberts, B; Odong, VN; Browne, J; Ocaka, KF; Geissler, W; Son-
dorp, E (2009) An exploration of social determinants of health amongst
internally displaced persons in northern Uganda. Confl Health, 3 (1).
p. 10. ISSN 1752-1505
Downloaded from: http://researchonline.lshtm.ac.uk/4258/
Usage Guidelines
Please refer to usage guidelines at http://researchonline.lshtm.ac.uk/policies.html or alterna-
tively contact researchonline@lshtm.ac.uk.
Available under license: Creative Commons Attribution http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.5/
BioMed Central
Page 1 of 11
(page number not for citation purposes)
Conflict and Health
Open AccessResearch
An exploration of social determinants of health amongst internally 
displaced persons in northern Uganda
Bayard Roberts*1, Vicky Norah Odong2, John Browne3, Kaducu Felix Ocaka4, 
Wenzel Geissler1 and Egbert Sondorp1
Address: 1Department of Public Health and Policy, London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, Keppel Street, WC1E 7HT, UK, 2Gulu Health 
Study, Gulu University, PO Box 166, Gulu, Uganda, 3Department of Epidemiology and Public Health, University College Cork, Ireland and 
4Faculty of Medicine, Gulu University, PO Box 166, Gulu, Uganda
Email: Bayard Roberts* - bayard.roberts@lshtm.ac.uk; Vicky Norah Odong - odvinolaker@yahoo.com; John Browne - J.Browne@ucc.ie; 
Kaducu Felix Ocaka - fkaducu@yahoo.co.uk; Wenzel Geissler - wenzel.geissler@lshtm.ac.uk; Egbert Sondorp - egbert.sondorp@lshtm.ac.uk
* Corresponding author    
Abstract
Social determinants of health describe the conditions in which people are born, grow, live, work
and age and their influence on health. These circumstances are shaped by the distribution of money,
power and resources at global, national and local levels, which are themselves influenced by policy
choices. Armed conflict and forced displacement are important influences on the social
determinants of health. There is limited evidence on the social determinants of health of internally
displaced persons (IDPs) who have been forced from their homes due to armed conflict but remain
within the borders of their country. The aim of this study was to explore the social determinants
of overall physical and mental health of IDPs, including the response strategies used by IDPs to
support their health needs. Northern Uganda was chosen as a case-study, and 21 face-to-face semi-
structured interviews with IDPs were conducted in fifteen IDP camps between November and
December 2006.
The findings indicated a number of key social determinants. Experiencing traumatic events could
cause "over thinking" which in turn could lead to "madness" and physical ailments. Respondents also
attributed "over thinking" to the spirit (cen) of a killed person returning to disturb its killer. Other
social determinants included overcrowding which affected physical health and contributed to an
emotional sense of loss of freedom; and poverty and loss of land which affected physical health from
lack of food and income, and mental health because of worry and uncertainty. Respondents also
commented on how the conflict and displacement and led to changes in social and cultural norms
such as increased "adultery", "defilement", and "thieving". Response strategies included a
combination of biopsychosocial health services, traditional practices, religion, family and friends,
and isolating.
This study supports work exploring the political, environmental, economic, and socio-cultural
determinants of health of IDPs. Addressing these determinants is essential to fundamentally
improving the overall physical and mental health of IDPs.
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Introduction
Social determinants of health describe the conditions in
which people are born, grow, live, work and age and their
influence on health. These circumstances are shaped by
the distribution of money, power and resources at global,
national and local levels, which are themselves influenced
by policy choices [1]. Armed conflict and forced displace-
ment are important influences on determinants of health
[1,2]. In 2008, 42 million people globally were estimated
to be forcibly displaced from their home areas as a result
of armed conflict [3-6]. Approximately 26 million of these
were 'internally displaced persons' (IDPs) who were dis-
placed within the borders of their country of nationality.
In contrast to refugees, who have crossed an international
border, IDPs have often received limited support and pro-
tection under international law, from the United Nations,
and from national governments [3,7]. Indeed, the
national government may be responsible for the displace-
ment itself and for human rights abuses and poor health
of IDPs while supposedly under their protection [5,8]. As
a result, extremely poor physical and mental health out-
comes are consistently reported amongst IDPs [9-11].
There is limited evidence on the social determinants of
health for IDPs. A number of studies have examined the
factors influencing health outcomes of IDPs in quantita-
tive terms [11-13]. In contrast, primary studies which aim
to provide a qualitative understanding of factors influenc-
ing overall health outcomes from the perspective of IDPs
are rare. One study by Astier Almedom of anxiety and
mental distress amongst IDPs in Eritrea described how
prolonged displacement, loss of livelihoods and assets,
and uncertainty over the future influenced mental distress
[14]. A study of health needs of IDP women and men in
Colombia by Mogollón Pérez et al noted how respondents
frequently referred to the economic causes of poor health,
in particular the loss of livelihoods and difficulties in find-
ing new work. Increased vulnerability was also noted
because of civil crime and violence in their new places of
settlement [15]. In a separate study by Mogollón Pérez et
al of women IDPs in Colombia, economic hardship and
environmental conditions were noted as the major factors
influencing health. Behaviour changes resulting from the
displacement were also noted, including the reproduction
of violence in the home [16]. However, these few studies
provide only limited evidence on the social determinants
of health of IDPs and the response strategies used by IDPs
to support their health needs.
The concept of social determinants of health was used for
this study because it adopts a broad understanding of
health and the many underlying and interconnected influ-
ences on health. These include the economic, political,
social, and environmental characteristics and conditions
which influence people's health throughout their lives,
including armed conflict. The social determinants concept
also incorporates approaches such as the social produc-
tion of disease approach on the structural causes of ine-
quality and subsequent influence on health, the
psychosocial model on the influence of perception and
experience of personal status on health, and ecosocial the-
ory which seeks to integrate biological, ecological and
social factors [17]. Although the influence of armed con-
flict on social determinants of health has been acknowl-
edged in influential work on social determinants of
health, there has been little specific data on armed conflict
within this work [1]. This study seeks to contribute to the
evidence-base on social determinants of health of con-
flict-affected populations.
The specific aim of this study was to explore the social
determinants of overall physical and mental health of
IDPs, including the response strategies used by IDPs to
support their health needs. Northern Uganda was chosen
as a case-study because of the huge number of IDPs in the
region and an extremely weak evidence base on social
determinants of health amongst the Ugandan IDPs (no
published studies could be located specifically this issue).
A brief description on the armed conflict and internal dis-
placement in northern Uganda is now given.
Internal displacement in northern Uganda
Since 1986, northern Uganda has witnessed a war
between the Ugandan government and a series of rebel
movements, principally the Lord's Resistance Army (LRA)
led by Joseph Kony. The LRA have fought a low-level guer-
rilla war to try and overthrow President Museveni's gov-
ernment, and to rebuild the perceived Acholi nation and
culture in northern Uganda. The LRA built upon previous
North-South divisions which have marked Ugandan poli-
tics and society since independence and grievances
amongst the Acholi people against President Museveni
and his government [18,19]. The civilian population has
suffered killings, assaults, sexual violence, and the abduc-
tion of children to become fighters, forced labourers, and
sex slaves for the LRA [18,20,21]. The majority of the
affected population are Acholi people from the districts of
Gulu, Amuru, Kitgum and Pader, who worked on small
land-holdings for subsistence and income before the con-
flict.
The war has been marked by forced population displace-
ment because of attacks on civilians by the LRA, and the
government ordering civilians to leave their homes and
move to government established camps. The government
justification for this forced displacement was to reportedly
protect the civilians from the LRA and aid the army's
counter-insurgency campaign against the LRA. The gov-
ernment-led displacement was scaled up in 1996, with
civilians often subject to violence by the Ugandan army
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and given less than 48 hours to leave their villages and
move into the camps [22]. IDPs could generally not travel
from the camps to their homes or farmlands because of
insecurity and travel restrictions imposed by the Ugandan
army. The majority of people lived in the camps for
between 5 and 10 years and some as long as 15 years [23].
Up to 2 million people were forced to leave their homes
and live in IDP camps. In the three most conflict-affected
districts of Gulu, Kitgum and Pader there were around 100
camps which ranged in size from around 1,000 to as
many as 60,000 inhabitants [24]. The camps were charac-
terised by chronic over-crowding, poor housing, water
and sanitation. The camp residents were reliant on food
aid from the World Food Programme and suffered high
levels of poverty as they generally could not travel back to
the villages and farm lands.
Although the camps were supposedly established for the
protection of civilians, the camps were frequently attacked
by the LRA, and IDPs reported poor security and high lev-
els of violent and traumatic events when living in the
camps [25,26]. Human rights abuses against camp resi-
dents by the UPDF have also been documented [20,25]. It
has been observed that 'protection' by the government in
northern Uganda 'has in fact been a cover for violation
and mass humiliation' [8].
The health system in northern Uganda has been seriously
damaged by the conflict, with access to health care
impeded by insecurity, travel restrictions, impoverish-
ment, and lack of medicines and supplies. Extremely high
rates of mortality and physical and mental illness
amongst IDPs have been recorded [24,26,27]. The chief
humanitarian official of the United Nations, Jan Egeland,
described the situation in northern Uganda as "the biggest
neglected humanitarian emergency in the world" [28].
In August 2006, the government of Uganda and the LRA
signed a Cessation of Hostilities Agreement. This has
resulted in significant improvements in the security con-
ditions over the last few years and large numbers of IDPs
have now finally returned to their home villages. How-
ever, a final peace agreement was expected in April 2008
but has yet to be signed and there remain grievances
amongst the Acholi over marginalisation and victimisa-
tion by the Ugandan government [29].
Methods
This study followed a qualitative approach, with qualita-
tive methods recognised as providing an important contri-
bution to the study of social determinants of health [1].
Qualitative methods help provide respondent's own
explanations and interpretations of factors affecting their
health; explore issues to which quantitative methods are
less suited such as cultural beliefs or individual explana-
tions for influences on health; explore relationships
between social determinants of health; help generate
research questions which can then be investigated
through quantitative methods; explore in-depth issues
raised through previous quantitative studies; and elicit
information in situations where quantitative methods
may not be feasible (e.g. insecure environments).
An interview-based assessment method was used, with
face-to-face semi-structured interviews conducted with
IDPs were conducted between 14 November and 4
December 2006. This method allowed respondents to
more freely express themselves about sensitive issues than
may have been the case with other methods such as group
discussions where lack of privacy and group consensus
may have stifled individual expression.
The study defined social determinants based on the
description given at the beginning of this paper [1]. The
study followed a broad definition of health as 'a state of
complete physical, mental and social well-being and not
merely the absence of disease or infirmity' [30]. This use
of overall physical and mental health was preferred to spe-
cific health conditions so as to incorporate the multi-
dimensional nature of health and encourage respondents
to use their own conceptions of their health. The inter-
viewer referred to 'health', or 'physical health' or 'mental
health' if prompted, rather than specific diseases or disor-
ders to try and avoid leading or restricting responses, and
to allow respondents to conceive health on their own
terms.
A topic guide for the interviews was developed based
upon the aim of the study, through analysis of relevant lit-
erature, and discussions with people knowledgeable of
the situation in northern Uganda. The interviews
addressed six main topics of: experience of leaving village
and moving and living in the camp; how the displacement
experience affected health; the challenges faced living in
the camp and how they affect health; factors that have
affected health and why they have affected health; under-
standing and conception of health; and types of coping
and support for health. Questions within each of these
topics were deliberately broad to try and elicit a range of
respondent beliefs and experiences. For example, the
main questions for the topic of factors affecting health
were: 'in your opinion, what do you think are the things
that have affected your health (for good and for bad)?';
'how have these things affected your health?'; and 'why do
you think these things have affected your health?'. Ques-
tions were used flexibly to suit the respondent's answers,
and prompts were used if required, including referring to
information given in previous answers by the respondent.
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The interviews took place in 15 randomly selected IDP
camps spread throughout the districts of Gulu and Amuru
in northern Uganda. The camp populations ranged in size
from 15,000 to 43,000, and the camps exhibited the acute
overcrowding, poor hygiene, sanitation and living condi-
tions characteristic of the camps in northern Uganda.
Respondents in each camp were purposively selected from
an already assembled group of randomly selected camp
residents used for a separate study reported elsewhere
[31]. One person from the assembled group of 40 camp
residents was then purposively selected to ensure a cross-
section of women, men and different adult age groups. No
prior knowledge of potential participants was known and
the purposive selection was based on visual selection for
sex and approximate age. The respondents were all IDPs
aged over 18 years. Twenty one interviews were conducted
in total as preliminary analysis indicated that the data
received from these interviews was sufficient to realise the
study aim as common themes were reoccurring.
The interviews were all conducted in the Acholi language,
and led by one of the authors (VN) who is fluent in Acholi
and English. Another author (BR) was present during the
interviews to respond to any queries raised during the
interview but was not directly involved in the interview
process (VN translated respondent queries to BR but very
few queries were raised by respondents). The translation
and transcription of the data was completed by VN. The
English version was reviewed and clarifications sought for
any elements that were unclear. VN belongs to the same
ethnic group of the respondents (Acholi) and there was a
potential risk of magnifying the suffering to highlight the
situation of the Acholi in northern Uganda. Prior discus-
sions were held to prevent this risk occurring. Cross-
checks were also made of the original recordings with the
English translation. The authors had no professional affil-
iations which may have influenced the collection or inter-
pretation of the findings.
The analysis was conducted by BR, following an inductive
approach to identify health determinants and health
responses (based upon the respondents' conceptions of
health). Thematic content analysis was used, and themes
and sub-themes were developed to give coherent catego-
ries for the data. Guidance was sought from the authors
from northern Uganda (VN and FK) to address any issues
that were not clear and explore key terms (e.g. the fre-
quent use of the term "over thinking"). The data was then
coded based upon the themes and sub-themes. An itera-
tive process was applied, with the themes and sub-themes
revisited, altered and additional themes/sub-themes
added during the coding process. The coding was then
reviewed and adjusted accordingly. NVivo software was
used for the analysis. The analysis included the frequency
with which the themes and sub-themes arose relating to
health determinants and health responses. This frequency
analysis was a heuristic device to help guide the analysis
and reliably represent the respondent opinions and it was
not intended to have any statistical validity [32].
The interviews were all completely anonymous and confi-
dential. They were conducted in the camp in which the
respondent lived and in a private space (generally out-
doors and away from people passing by) to maintain con-
fidentiality given the potentially sensitive nature of some
of the responses. An information sheet was read out to
respondents prior to the interview and left with the
respondents, and a consent form was completed for all
respondents. The interviews were audio recorded and the
recordings stored securely. Ethical approval for the study
was provided by the Ugandan National Council for Sci-
ence and Technology, Gulu University, and the London
School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine. As the inter-
views may have included responses on experience of pain-
ful and traumatic events, referral information for support
on mental health was provided if requested.
Results
Twenty one IDPs were interviewed, 12 were women and 9
were men. The respondents ranged in age from 18 to 60,
with an average age of 32. All were from the Acholi tribe,
13 identified themselves as of the Catholic faith, and eight
of Pentecostal faith. There was one refusal to be inter-
viewed but no reason was given. A replacement respond-
ent was found. The results for determinants and response
strategies are presented below using categories derived
from the inductive, thematic analysis.
Determinants of health
Traumatic events
Respondents noted the health effects of violent and trau-
matic events experienced during the war and displace-
ment. The specific traumatic events mentioned
commonly included abductions, killing, torture, atrocities
and rape. Seventeen out of 21 respondents noted how
these traumatic events caused "over thinking" (multiple
thoughts, feeling that the mind isn't working properly,
obsessive thinking). "Over thinking" appears to stand on
the pathway from traumatic experiences and suffering to
poor mental health and ultimately to severe mental disor-
ders ("madness"). One man in Adak camp noted how:
"the conflict is also bringing mental illness as a result
of bad acts. For example you can sit only to be told
that a relative of yours has been killed. This could be
your child whom you love most. Then you can think
too much and this leads to mental illness".
Respondents also noted the effect on the mental health of
people who may have been forced to commit the atroci-
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ties. A man from Amuru camp noted that "people were
abducted and taken to the bush. They did a lot of dirty
things and even killed so they came back when their
brains were not OK".
Seven respondents linked the violence and killings in the
war and resulting "over thinking" with traditional beliefs
for the causes of poor health, particularly mental health.
According to Acholi beliefs, the spirit (cen) of a killed per-
son might return to disturb its killer, and respondents
noted that killing people could result in "ghosts",
"charms" and the "spirit of the dead" which bring on
"madness". A 35 year old man in Ongako camp noted
how "the blood [remo] of the people killed will lead to
mental disorder of the person who killed. This has always
been a belief in our culture".
Four respondents noted how "over thinking" from trau-
matic events reduced physical strength and energy. A
woman in Omel Lapem camp noted how "the anger of
losing all the children is breaking my energy all the more.
I no longer have any energy of going to work". One
respondent noted that "when I start thinking hard, it
brings me body pain".
Respondents also commented on the importance of end-
ing the violence, and how "if the war ends, the over think-
ing that causes madness and the bad killings that result
into madness will not be there". However, this was tem-
pered by concern over an enforced return process by the
government without adequate security and protection. A
woman in Anaka camp noted:
"They talk of taking people back home. If they take us
without soldiers won't Kony [the LRA's leader] sweep
all our children away?...When I know death is waiting,
abductions is also waiting, there is war, I cannot have
any happiness only sadness...I don't have any peace
because there is still war".
Overcrowding
Almost all respondents commented on the overcrowded
nature of the camps and this led to disease and poor phys-
ical health. Most frequently cited characteristics were
"overcrowding", being "packed" and "packing together",
"dirty water", "dirty places", and "dirtiness". These charac-
teristics caused general "sickness", "cholera", and "mea-
sles". A man in Amuru camp noted how diarrhoea "can
spread very quickly and it has killed very many because
people are too packed". A woman from Te-Tugu Camp felt
that:
"People should be taken back home so that there is
fresh air because houses are spaced. People are too
packed here. Somebody coughs from one corner,
another from the other corner, and there is increased
sickness".
Seven respondents expressed the problems of overcrowd-
ing with an emotional feeling of lacking freedom. One
respondent noted how "the houses are very packed. You
can't get freedom". Another respondent noted how "peo-
ple should be allowed to return to their villages, be free
and enjoy fresh air". A respondent from Ongako camp felt
that "in the village there was no over thinking but now
people are gathered together so this brings headache, over
thinking and mental disorder".
Poverty
17 respondents commented on how the war and displace-
ment to the camps had increased poverty and how this
had affected their emotional and mental health. This was
commonly expressed by participants in terms of lack of
money or income, lack of housing, and ability to ade-
quately provide for their children. A 50 year old man from
Omel Lopem camp noted:
"Mental disorders can come as a result of too many
thoughts about poverty. What you used to do and
things you used to see and have are not there. If you
think deeply about them, you can develop mental ill-
ness".
Seven respondents noted how their mental health was
affected because the impoverishment meant they could
no longer meet the needs of their children. A woman from
Bobi camp said:
"Life in the camp is very difficult. What we can eat that
can be enough for me and my children is not there. I
cannot buy clothes for the children. It touches me so
much in my brain and wants to develop mental illness
in me".
The effect of poverty on the ability to care for children and
payment of school fees was noted. A respondent from
Amuru camp noted that "there is an old man who got
mad. He tried to pay his son at school in vain due to lack
of money...The old man got mad due to poverty and he
could see his child not going to school".
Respondents viewed the lack of access to "lands" and "gar-
dens" and having "nowhere to dig" as the main cause of
impoverishment. This in turn affected mental health. A
man in Bobi camp commented:
"Given this kind of life, over thinking about how you
should live can also result to madness. There is noth-
ing you can do to bring money to your land. You keep
planning for what you cannot get. This can finally lead
to madness".
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A man from Opit camp noted that "I feel thoughts have
filled my head. I have nowhere to dig. The money I used
to get from home is all lost. I am now a poor man". The
cyclical effect of poor health on ability to work was noted
by respondents. One respondent in Anaka camp noted
that "we are really over thinking. This affects my work".
Seven respondents commented on impoverishment
affecting their physical energy and strength, causing weak-
ness and bodily pain. A respondent noted how "here there
is no means of getting money, food and nowhere to dig.
The strength I had those days is no longer there". Three
respondents noted the lack of money to travel to obtain
medicines and access medical care. The combined effects
of displacement, poverty and loss of vitality were noted by
respondents. A 45 year old woman in Omel Lapem camp
described how "I have now moved in two different camps,
even if you were hard working you will get weak. I don't
have any energy now".
Respondents again noted the importance of being
allowed to return home for improving their health. A
woman in Adak camp also felt:
"If this war ends, mental cases will be reduced and
there will be general improvement on health. Because
you go back home, you will stay there and resume
your work as you used to do. This will reduce on mad-
ness because right now poverty can also lead to mad-
ness".
The war and displacement meant people could no longer
access their lands and so had lost their source of food and
income, and were reliant on food aid. Over half of
respondents noted how the lack of food was causing phys-
ical health problems, particularly in terms of "energy" and
"strength". One respondent from Ongako camp com-
mented how "my energy has gone down because there is
nothing I can eat to give me energy to do work... We shall
never have strength to do work and we shall remain
weak". Food insecurity was also linked with poor mental
health by seven respondents. A 47 year old woman in
Ongako camp noted the effect of impoverishment, lack of
access to land and food upon her health:
"I feel sick all the time with pain. I cannot get food.
That's how it is in the camp. There is no means of get-
ting money, food and nowhere to dig. The strength I
had those days is no longer there".
Changes in social norms
The effect of war, displacement, impoverishment and liv-
ing conditions in the camps also led respondents to com-
ment on the changes in social and cultural norms and
standards, and how this was affecting their well-being.
Respondents noted that living in the camps had increased
activities such as "prostitution", "adultery", "defilement",
and "thieving", particularly amongst young people and
children. This caused "unhappiness" and "anger"
amongst the respondents. One respondent noted how
"we even share bedrooms with the children which bring
shame". A 50 year old man from Omel Lopem camp
noted that:
"Today you train your child, and the child of the
neighbour comes and spoils it all. Formerly people
lived on various different hill sides with different cul-
tures and different teaching".
Five respondents noted alcohol consumption as contrib-
uting to poor mental health. Excessive drinking was
viewed by some respondents as on the pathway between
"over-thinking" and "madness". One respondent noted
that "if you fail to control deep thinking and you resort to
drunkenness, it can lead to mental illness".
Response strategies
The response strategies used by IDPs to support their
health needs are described below.
Biopsychosocial health services and traditional local practices
Nineteen of the respondents noted the use of biopsycho-
social (biomedical and psychosocial) health services for
their health needs. These services included health centres,
hospitals, and health workers. Twelve respondents men-
tioned biopsychosocial services as sources of support for
emotional or mental health problems, and three of these
noted the value of community-based counsellors as a
source of support before seeking help at the hospital.
Respondents also noted the use of traditional local prac-
tices as a response for physical and particularly mental
health needs. These included the use of traditional heal-
ers, rituals, and traditional medicines. Five respondents
noted the use of traditional healers, often in combination
with biopsychosocial health services, for emotional or
mental health needs. A man in Ongako camp noted that
"I take the victim [of mental illness] to the hospital. If the
hospital fails I will follow our culture and go to the witch
doctor to find out the root cause of the problem".
Respondents also noted the use of religion alongside tra-
ditional practices and biopsychosocial health services. A
woman in Anaka camp preferred to "pray first...and then
go to the witchdoctors to find out what has brought the
madness. You can then finally try counsellors or health
workers". A man from Pabbo camp felt that if someone is
suffering from physical sickness, "you can go to a witch
doctor. and also be saved in a born again church and God
will help you if he so wish. You can also take the person
to hospital and the treatment can reduce it.
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Religion
Nine respondents noted the importance of Christian faith
in consoling them and providing support, with specific
activities including attending church, prayer and reading
the bible. A woman in Amuru camp noted:
"I have a lot of anger but the reason I give up taking my
life is when I go to the church and the bible consoles
me. Then I give up as everything is worldly. We don't
deal with hospital. We only depend on prayer".
However, a woman from Acet camp rejected religion, stat-
ing that "I have given up religion. It doesn't help me. After
all, my children are all dead".
Family and friends
Ten of the respondents noted the value of seeking emo-
tional support from family or friends. An 18 year old
woman from Pawel camp noted:
"You go to friends and tell them and they advise you
against thinking too much because it can result to sick-
ness. I tell my husband that my brain is not working
well or that I have pain which is giving me thoughts".
Three respondents noted the support provided simply by
having company, rather than discussing specific painful
issues. A 24 year old woman noted that "when I'm think-
ing too much I go to my friends and have other stories. I
have never told anybody about the problem of over think-
ing that I have now". A woman in Amuru camp noted that
"if you are over thinking and you try to involve some-
body, the person may instead worsen it".
Isolating
Three respondents felt that not mixing with other people
or "isolating" was their preferred response to emotional or
mental health problems. These were all older women. A
45 year old woman from Te-Tugu Camp said "I isolate
because of over thinking when I feel pain in my heart". A
60 year old woman from Acet camp noted that "when I
have much thought, I isolate myself and sit in my house
and sleep...I handle it alone".
Discussion
Research on social determinants of overall health
amongst forcibly displaced populations is at a nascent
stage, particularly for IDPs. This study provides new evi-
dence on social determinants of overall health of IDPs
using evidence from northern Uganda. Work looking at
specific mental health outcomes of conflict-affected pop-
ulations has highlighted the influence of political, envi-
ronmental, economic, and socio-cultural determinants
and the underlying pervasive influence of conflict and dis-
placement on these determinants [33-36]. The findings
from this study in Uganda will now be discussed within
these broader classifications of determinants, drawing on
relevant literature on IDPs in northern Uganda and other
forcibly displaced populations in low-income settings.
Political determinants
IDPs are often subject to prolonged exposure to politi-
cally-induced collective violence as they often experience
much greater insecurity than refugees. Much of the collec-
tive violence in northern Uganda has taken place against
IDPs living in the camps [5,26]. The respondents were
thus living in situations in which mental and physical dis-
tress was caused not only by past experiences but also the
fear of continuing and future violence. This study provides
new evidence on how IDPs in northern Uganda describe
the effect of this violence on their mental health. Over
three quarters of respondents discussed the effect of col-
lective violence and traumatic events on "over thinking"
which could lead to "madness". In the Acholi socio-cul-
tural context "over thinking" can refer to the way in which
stressful circumstances cause constant worrying, multiple
or obsessive thoughts, difficulty in identifying a clear solu-
tion, and a feeling that the mind isn't working properly
and is "stuck". The term relates to Acholi terms such as par
and two tam which incorporate stress and depression-like
symptoms and have been described in detail elsewhere
[37]. Studies with other displaced populations have also
noted use of the term "over thinking" as a description of
poor mental health. Astier Almedom notes how Eritrean
IDPs spoke of too much thinking [14]. Elizabeth Marie
Coker noted in her study of Sudanese refugees in Cairo
how respondents referred to "thinking too much" on their
current conditions and past events which in turn "fuelled"
their physical illness [38]. "Over thinking" was also
referred to by study respondents as an outcome relating to
other determinants, particularly economic determinants,
and this is discussed further below.
"Madness" was attributed by some study respondents to
the "spirits" and "ghosts" (cen) of people killed. The
strong belief in cen is consistent with beliefs of other Luo-
speaking peoples [39], but Harlacher et al note how in the
context and aftermath of the war in northern Uganda, the
vengeful ghosts of those who had died a violent death has
become the most widespread interpretation of mental ill-
ness amongst those who committed violent acts or event
witnessed such acts [40].
The study also provides new information on how the
"over thinking" from political violence in northern
Uganda has also affected IDPs physical health in terms of
"energy", "strength" and "body pain". The connection
between trauma and physical suffering was also observed
in a study by Tina Sideris of Mozambican women refugees
in which respondents reported how the traumatic effects
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of war and displacement caused physical deterioration,
bodily distress, and loss of vitality [41].
Environmental determinants
Environmental factors were noted by respondents, mostly
in terms of "overcrowding" and "packing together" which
resulted in disease and physical "sickness". This over-
crowding was also equated with a sense of environmental
"dirtiness" and a lack of "fresh air" and loss of "freedom"
by study respondents. These findings reflects those of Eliz-
abeth Marie Coker who noted that for Sudanese refugees,
"breathing is directly related to physical constriction in
that freedom of movement, freedom of cultural expres-
sion and physical space that one can call ones' own are
critical to life, to being able to 'breathe' freely, to being
human" [38]. The negative effects of overcrowding noted
by respondents could also be related to having to share
intimate social spaces, and settling with other clans,
which Acholi and broader Luo-speaking peoples have
strict beliefs about [42].
Economic determinants
The economic impoverishment brought about by the war
and displacement and the effect on health was high-
lighted by many respondents - again in terms of thinking
too much which could lead to "madness". The mental
health effects of not being able to provide for children
were noted by a number of study respondents. This sup-
ports the observation by Ambrose Olaa of stress amongst
Ugandan IDPs of trying to meet the costs of educating
their children [43]; and also studies by Mogollón Pérez et
al and Almedom on the stress of IDPs trying to ensure
their children's education [14,16].
Study respondents noted that having "nowhere to dig"
because of a lack of access to their land was a major cause
of the poverty. This resulted in inadequate food which
affected the "energy" and "strength" of respondents.
Respondents noted the mental distress caused by the
material losses of not being able to dig their land and get
food and money from their crops. Ambrose Olaa believes
the loss of livelihoods and dependency on food aid
amongst IDPs in northern Uganda also led to a loss of
self-esteem and feelings of inadequacy [43]. A study by
Boutin and Nkurunziza noted how on Burundian IDPs
felt the loss of livelihoods and reliance on food aid under-
mined their dignity. Sideris' study of women refugees
from Mozambique noted how the separation from the
land was identified by respondents caused a perceived
loss of respect and injury to the "spirit" [41]. Other studies
in Uganda have described the cultural importance of the
land to the Acholi, with the anthropologist Sverker
Finnström noting how "crops are central in the Acholi
imagination of a good, healthy life" [44]. The cultural
aspects of the land were not raised by respondents in this
study, but further studies could explore how a sense of
cultural loss from being separated from the land may
influence health amongst forcibly displaced populations.
Socio-cultural determinants
This study provides new evidence on the influence on
health from the changing social behaviour and the ero-
sion of Acholi social norms and values. Other studies in
northern Uganda have also observed changing traditional
social norms, changing behaviour of children, increased
prostitution, and rising alcohol use amongst men
[21,43,45]. Finnström notes how "young men and
women complained that there is no guidance from more
senior people, while older men and women saw few pos-
sibilities to guard and guide the youth" [44]. This per-
ceived social change also relates to the overlapping
influences of other determinants such as the impact of
violence and resulting poor mental health which could
influence individual behaviour; overcrowded living con-
ditions which may have disrupted traditional cultural
norms and behaviours; and impoverishment - particularly
the lack of employment and the loss of farming lands and
associated roles and functions.
This concern over changing social norms connects to
broader concerns about the damage and destruction to
Acholi culture caused by the political violence and dis-
placement [18]. Halacher et al state that "the devastating
impact of displacement on the social fabric of the commu-
nities can hardly be overestimated. A society once charac-
terized by a high level of social cohesion and mutual
support... is drifting towards a harsh and unbridled indi-
vidualism. Tensions between young and old, male and
female, and people in general...have been steadily increas-
ing". They note how the loss of cultural values has led to
fractured community coherence and the loss of mutual
support, both of which are desperately needed in such
times of suffering [40].
The link between social suffering and individual suffering
has been documented with other forcibly displaced pop-
ulations. Coker believes the Sudanese respondents
"almost invariably saw social and emotional pain as lead-
ing to physical pain" [38]. Sideris notes how "the destruc-
tion of social and cultural order is manifested in
subjective forms of distress reflecting the interdependence
between psychological processes and social environ-
ments" [41].
Responses
The importance of emotional and social support from
family and friends was highlighted by study respondents,
and this reflects findings from other studies with dis-
placed populations [36]. Almedom who notes how social
support and maintaining social cohesion amongst IDPs in
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Eritrea was seen as "very important because people who
have shared the same experiences and suffered together
tend to form strong support groups and provide safe space
for expressions of pain, anger and grief" [14]. However,
some respondents in this study preferred to "isolate" to
help deal with "over thinking". In a study of returning
abductees in northern Uganda, Joanne Corbin notes how
avoidance of talking about traumatic events was a key
contributor to psychological healing and this has also
been noted in other studies of conflict-affected popula-
tions [38,46,47].
Nearly all respondents sought external support for physi-
cal and mental health problems. These included biopsy-
chosocial sources such as hospitals, health centres, health
workers and counsellors. They also include the use of tra-
ditional remedies and traditional healers, reflecting
Acholi beliefs in the role of spirits, ghosts and charms as
causes of poor health. While a health centre may be able
to provide drugs, visiting the traditional healer was
viewed as addressing the "root cause" of problem. Both of
these sources of help were supplemented by prayer and
religious support. This medical syncretism of health seek-
ing practice and behaviour can be viewed as a response to
the multiple causes attributed by respondents to poor
health, including "spirits", "charms", and "ghosts" [48],
and studies have promoted the importance of recognising
this syncretism and cultural beliefs as part of psychosocial
health interventions for conflict-affected populations
[36,49,50].
The study findings on medical syncretism correspond
with those by Harlacher et al who note the overlapping
Acholi beliefs of "normal" disease which have their causes
in the "natural" world, and "spirit-related" diseases which
are attributed to the "supernatural". This belief in "spirit-
related" diseases includes providing remedies and con-
ducting ceremonies for people experiencing mental
health problems arising from exposure to violent events
and also from committing violent acts [40]. The impor-
tance of following traditional and religious ceremonies to
help relieve trauma have been noted in a number of stud-
ies with displaced people [51-53]
Respondents in this study noted the value of traditional
rituals and practices as a means of individual support, but
they did not discuss it as a means community support.
This contrasts with other studies from northern Uganda
which observe the use of traditional rituals and practices
as a means of reaffirming Acholi identity [40,43]. Corbin
notes in her study of returning abductees in northern
Uganda how rituals help to "reconnect the larger commu-
nity's sense of share values, norms and history, and sup-
port the social reconstruction of communities" [47].
Finnström notes how spirit-related diseases affect not
only individuals but also families and entire clans, and
therefore the use of traditional responses helps not only
individuals but also broader Acholi society [44].
Finnström notes how they can also represents a means of
trying to exert control over a situation of apparent power-
lessness brought about by the conflict and displacement
[44]. Further studies could explore the link between tradi-
tional rituals and practices as a means of reaffirming cul-
tural identity and improving individual health outcomes.
Study limitations
This study has a number of limitations. First, the study
was a short-term assessment based on single interviews,
and a longer qualitative study using more qualitative
methods would reveal more details and nuances. Second,
the study had 21 participants and a larger sample may
have yielded additional perspectives. However, the key
themes described above were commonly re-occurring
which suggested that a degree of saturation was reached.
Third, it is possible that men may have felt less at ease
with a female interviewer than a male one. However, there
was no evidence of this given the openness of respond-
ents, and preparatory discussions with local experts indi-
cated this would not be a systematic problem. Fourth, the
respondents were from an impoverished population suf-
fering from prolonged conflict and dependence on aid,
and there was a risk that they magnified accounts of their
suffering in the hope of receiving aid even though it was
clarified with the respondents prior to the interview that
they would derive no material benefits from the study and
that the study team were not from an aid organisation.
Fifth, specific health conditions could also have been
explored in-depth, rather than overall physical and men-
tal health. However, the study deliberately wanted to
address the multi-dimensional nature of health and
encourage respondents to use their own conceptions of
their health. Sixth, in order to gain respondent's explana-
tions for how forced displacement had influenced their
health, the interview questions were deliberately broad
and did not mention specific determinants. This approach
could have limited gaining a deeper understanding of
these specific determinants and future studies could
explicitly seek to investigate political, environmental, eco-
nomic and socio-cultural determinants, the relationships
between these determinants, and perceptions of the com-
parable severity of health problems attributed to these dif-
ferent determinants. Lastly, the focus of the interviews was
on how the conflict and forced displacement had influ-
enced health. This may have limited the range of
responses to those focusing on the conflict and displace-
ment, rather than attributing health outcomes to other
non-conflict issues such as cultural change related to
modernisation processes in Acholi society, political
repression, or generalised poverty. The focus on conflict
and forced displacement may also have encouraged
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respondents to reflect on their mental health rather than
physical health. There had also been no recent communi-
cable disease outbreaks and so physical health issues may
possibly have been of less immediate concern to respond-
ents.
Conclusion
This study sought to increase the limited evidence-base on
social determinants of health of IDPs by exploring how
IDPs in northern Uganda account for their health in their
own terms. It is hoped that this study helps draw attention
to the experiences and conditions discussed by the
respondents in this study, and encourages further research
on the social determinants of health of people affected by
armed conflict and forced displacement. The study pro-
vides evidence to indicate that fundamental political, eco-
nomic, environmental and socio-cultural changes are
required to improve the overall physical and mental
health situation of IDPs. The provision of humanitarian
aid and basic health services provided essential but lim-
ited, temporary relief. Adequate security is required to
reduce future exposure to violence, and also reduce peo-
ple's fear of future violence. It will also help ensure peo-
ple's access to land and so support economic wellbeing.
Response strategies should also be supported, recognising
the medical syncretism and traditional coping practices in
Acholi culture. A return home has finally taken place for
the majority of IDPs, but a comprehensive peace settle-
ment between the LRA and the Ugandan government has
not been signed and there is no certainty of sustainable
peace in northern Uganda. Without a meaningful peace
and sufficient support for the safety and rehabilitation for
IDPs in their home areas, the overall health of the people
of northern Uganda may continue to be severely compro-
mised.
Abbreviations
IDP: internally displaced person.
Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Authors' contributions
BR led the study concept and design, data analysis, draft-
ing of the manuscript, and participated in the data collec-
tion. VN participated in the data collection and
transcription, and review of the manuscript. JB partici-
pated in developing the study concept and design, and
review of the manuscript. KFO, WG, ES participated in
developing the study concept and design, and review of
the manuscript. All authors read and approved the final
manuscript.
Acknowledgements
This work was supported by the Wellcome Trust [073109/Z/03/Z].
References
1. Commission on Social Determinants of Health: Closing the gap in
a generation: Health equity through action on the social
determinants of health: final report of the Commission on
Social Determinants of Health.  Geneva: World Health Organi-
sation; 2008. 
2. Watts S, Siddiqi S, Shukrullah A, Karim K, Serag H: Social Determi-
nants of Health in Countries in Conflict and Crises: The East-
ern Mediterranean Perspective.  Geneva: World Health
Organisation; 2007. 
3. IDMC: Internal Displacement: Global Overview of Trends
and Developments in 2008.  Geneva: Internal Displacement Mon-
itoring Centre; 2009. 
4. UNHCR: 2008 Global Trends: Refugees, Asylum-seekers,
Returnees, Internally Displaced and Stateless Persons.
Geneva: United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees; 2009. 
5. IDMC: Internal Displacement: Global Overview of Trends
and Developments in 2007.  Geneva: Internal Development Mon-
itoring Centre; 2008. 
6. UNHCR: 2007 Global Trends: Refugees, Asylum-seekers,
Returnees, Internally Displaced and Stateless Persons.
Geneva: United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees; 2008. 
7. UNOCHA: OCHA External Evaluation of the Internal Dis-
placement Unit.  Geneva: OCHA; 2004. 
8. Dolan CHL: Humanitarian protection in Uganda: a Trojan
Horse?  London: Humanitarian Policy Group, Overseas Develop-
ment Institute; 2006. 
9. Depoortere E, Checchi F, Broillet F, Gerstl S, Minetti A, Gayraud O,
Briet V, Pahl J, Defourny I, Tatay M, Brown V: Violence and mor-
tality in West Darfur, Sudan (2003-04): Epidemiological evi-
dence from four surveys.  Lancet 2004, 364(9442):1315-1320.
10. Salama P, Spiegel P, Brennan R: No less vulnerable: the internally
displaced in humanitarian emergencies.  Lancet 2001,
357(9266):1430-1431.
11. Porter M, Haslam N: Pre-displacement and post-displacement
factors associated with mental health of refugees and inter-
nally displaced persons: a meta-analysis.  JAMA 2005,
294(5):602-612.
12. Araya M, Chotai J, Komproe IH, de Jong JT: Effect of trauma on
quality of life as mediated by mental distress and moderated
by coping and social support among postconflict displaced
Ethiopians.  Qual Life Res 2007, 16(6):915-927.
13. Lopes Cardozo B, Vergara A, Agani F, Gotway CA: Mental health,
social functioning, and attitudes of Kosovar Albanians follow-
ing the war in Kosovo.  JAMA 2000, 284(5):569-577.
14. Almedom AM: Factors that mitigate war-induced anxiety and
mental distress.  J Biosoc Sci 2004, 36(4):445-461.
15. Mogollón Pérez AS, Vazquez Navarrete ML, del Mar Garcia Gil M:
Necesidades en salud de la poblacion desplazada por con-
ficto armado en Bogota.  Rev Esp Salud Publica 2003,
77(2):257-266.
16. Mogollón Pérez AS, Vazquez Navarrete ML: Opinion de las
mujeres desplazadas sobre la repercusion en su salud del
desplazamineto forzado.  Gac Sanit 2006, 20(4):260-265.
17. Solar O, Irwin A: A Conceptual Framework for Action on the
Social Determinants of Health.  Geneva: Commission on Social
Determinants of Health (World Health Organisation); 2007. 
18. Van Acker F: Uganda and the Lord's Resistance Army: The
New Order No One Ordered.  African Affairs: The Journal of the
Royal African Society 2004, 103(412):335-358.
19. International Crisis Group: Northern Uganda: Understanding
and Solving the Conflict.  Nairobi/Brussels: International Crisis
Group; 2004. 
20. Human Rights Watch: Uprooted and Forgotten: Impunity and
Human Rights Abuses in Northern Uganda.  New York:
Human Rights Watch; 2005. 
21. Allen T: Trial Justice: The International Criminal Court and the Lord's
Resistance Army London: Zed Books; 2006. 
22. Human Rights Focus: Between Two Fires: The Plight of IDPs in
Northern Uganda.  Gulu: Human Rights Focus; 2002. 
23. Boas M, Hatloy A: Northern Uganda IDP Profiling Study.  Kam-
pala: UNDP/GoU/FAFO; 2005. 
24. Uganda MoH, WHO: Health and mortality survey among inter-
nally displaced persons in Gulu, Kitgum and Pader districts,
Northern Uganda.  Kampala: Uganda Ministry of Health/World
Health Organisation; 2005. 
Publish with BioMed Central   and  every 
scientist can read your work free of charge
"BioMed Central will be the most significant development for 
disseminating the results of biomedical research in our lifetime."
Sir Paul Nurse, Cancer Research UK
Your research papers will be:
available free of charge to the entire biomedical community
peer reviewed and published immediately upon acceptance
cited in PubMed and archived on PubMed Central 
yours — you keep the copyright
Submit your manuscript here:
http://www.biomedcentral.com/info/publishing_adv.asp
BioMedcentral
Conflict and Health 2009, 3:10 http://www.conflictandhealth.com/content/3/1/10
Page 11 of 11
(page number not for citation purposes)
25. Branch A: Neither Peace nor Justice: Political Violence and
the Peasantry in Northern Uganda, 1986-1998.  African Studies
Quarterly 2005, 8(2):.
26. Roberts B, Kaducu F, Browne J, Oyok T, Sondorp E: Factors asso-
ciated with post-traumatic stress disorder and depression
amongst internally displaced persons in Northern Uganda.
BMC Psychiatry 2008, 8(1):38.
27. Vinck P, Pham PN, Stover E, Weinstein HM: Exposure to war
crimes and implications for peace building in northern
Uganda.  JAMA 2007, 298(5):543-554.
28. Associated Press: Northern Uganda 'world's biggest neglected
crisis'.  The Guardian London 2004 [http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/
2004/oct/22/2].
29. International Crisis Group: Northern Uganda: The road to
peace, with or without Kony.  In Volume Africa Report 146 Kam-
pala: International Crisis Group; 2008. 
30. WHO: Constitution of the World Health Organisation.
World Health Organisation; 1948. 
31. Roberts B, Ocaka KF, Browne J, Oyok T, Sondorp E: Factors asso-
ciated with the health status of internally displaced persons
in Northern Uganda.  J Epidemiol Community Health 2008,
63(3):227-232.
32. Seale C, Silverman D: Ensuring rigour in qualitative research.
Eur J Public Health 1997, 7(4):379-384.
33. Psychosocial Working Group: The Psychosicial Working Group:
A conceptual framework.  Edinburgh: Psychosocial Working
Group; 2003. 
34. Baingana F, Bannon I, Thomas R: Mental health and conflicts:
Conceptual framework and approaches.  Washington: World
Bank; 2005. 
35. Silove D: From Trauma to Survival And Adaptation: Towards
a frameworks for guiding mental health initiatives in post-
conflict societies.  In Forced Migration and Mental Health Edited by:
Ingleby D. New York: Springer; 2005:29-52. 
36. Miller K, Rasco L: The mental health of refugees: ecological approaches to
healing and adaptation Mahwah, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Asso-
ciates; 2004. 
37. Bolton P, Bass J, Betancourt T, Speelman L, Onyango G, Clougherty
KF, Neugebauer R, Murray L, Verdeli H: Interventions for depres-
sion symptoms among adolescent survivors of war and dis-
placement in northern Uganda: a randomized controlled
trial.  JAMA 2007, 298(5):519-527.
38. Coker EM: "Travelling pains": embodied metaphors of suffer-
ing among Southern Sudanese refugees in Cairo.  Cult Med Psy-
chiatry 2004, 28(1):15-39.
39. Evans-Pritchard EE: Ghostly vengeance among the Luo of
Kenya.  Man 1950, 50(133):86-87.
40. Harlacher T, Okot F, Obonyo C, Balthazard M, Atkinson R: Tradi-
tional Ways of Coping in Acholi.  Kampala: CARITAS; 2006. 
41. Sideris T: War, gender and culture: Mozambican women ref-
ugees.  Soc Sci Med 2003, 56(4):713-724.
42. Prince RJ, Geissler PW: 'The land is dying': Contingency, creativity and
conflict around a western Kenyan village Oxford: Berghahn Publishers;
2009 in press. 
43. Olaa A: Uganda: The resilience of tradition. Displaced Acholi
in Kitgum.  In Caught between borders: Response strategies of the inter-
nally displaced Edited by: Vincent M, Sorensen B. London: Pluto Press;
2001. 
44. Finnström S: Living with Bad Surrounding: War, History, and Everyday
Moments in Northern Uganda Durham, NC: Duke University Press;
2008. 
45. El-Bushra J: Transforming conflict: Some thoughts on a gendered under-
standing of conflict processes London: Zed Press; 2000. 
46. Summerfield D: Effects of war: moral knowledge, revenge, rec-
onciliation, and medicalised concepts of "recovery".  BMJ
2002, 325(7372):1105-1107.
47. Corbin JN: Returning home: resettlement of formerly
abducted children in Northern Uganda.  Disasters 2008,
32(2):316-335.
48. Pool R, Geissler W: Medical Anthropology Maidenhead: Open Univer-
sity Press; 2007. 
49. Mercer SW, Ager A, Ruwanpura E: Psychosocial distress of Tibet-
ans in exile: integrating western interventions with tradi-
tional beliefs and practice.  Soc Sci Med 2005, 60(1):179-189.
50. De Jong J: Trauma, war, and violence: public mental health in socio-cultural
context New York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers; 2002. 
51. Englund H: Death, trauma and ritual: Mozambican refugees in
Malawi.  Source: Social Science & Medicine 1998, 46(9):1165-1174.
52. Harrell-Bond BE, Wilson KB: Dealing with Dying: Some Anthro-
pological Reflections on the Need for Assistance by Refugee
Relief Programmes for Bereavement and Burial.  Journal of Ref-
ugee Studies 1990, 3(3):228-243.
53. Somasundaram D, Jamunanantha C: Psychosocial consequences
of war.  In Trauma, war, and violence: public mental health in socio-cul-
tural context Edited by: De Jong J. New York: Kluwer Academic/Ple-
num Publishers; 2002. 
